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from conservatism to radicalism: Victor Hugo, Gladstone, Ana-
tole France. But even if that rhythm were admitted as real, it
would affect the individual, not the nation, in which all ages
are represented. It would explain "periods" in the life of an
author: Wordsworth's youthful and flamboyant Jacobinism, his
long and gray Toryism; it would not explain "periods" in the
development of Europe. And, if we accepted the bold and
delusive metaphor that a race grows old like a man, we should
be faced with the absurdity of a radical and even revolutionary
Enlightenment six hundred years older than the conservative
Middle Ages.

Nor can periods be determined by the natural reaction of one
generation against its immediate predecessor. Of course, our
fathers are invariably "naive," either in their enthusiasm or in
their cynicism, in their simplicity or in their sophistication -y we
have outgrown all thatj we have attained "the only possible
method" in criticism, in history, in fiction, in lyric poetry. This
tendency is widespread, but it is not universal $ there always
are young people who attempt the impossible feat of "walking
in their fathers5 footsteps." But these wavelets of reaction are
the same through the ages 5 the surface of history is uniformly
rippled with them 3 they do not create feriods. Physically,
there is no such thing as a generation. America today is com-
posed of men of all ages, as it was thirty and sixty years ago.
What we call a "generation" is a vogue, or, more nobly, a
prevailing ideal. There was a romantic generation in France
between 1820 and 1830 (side by side with a larger, if less
brilliant, un-romantic generation). It followed the inspiration
of Chateaubriand, who was thirty years older, and of Jean
Jacques Rousseau, who had died fifty years before. Our "Lost
Generation" after the war was "lost" (vociferously) because
it had followed a few old men attached to eighteenth-century
ideas. Had they been "their own age," they would not have
been lost at all. Periods are collective phenomena; they affect
the individual, they may have an individual as a leader or as
a symbol, but they are not created by purely individual causes,